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Rationalize trade documents and 

information requirements
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What are trade documents and what are they used for? 

How to identify redundant and obsolete requirements?

How to reduce and harmonize data requirements and 

documents?



Structure of the itinerary

• Overview of different trade documents and their purpose, such 

as invoice, commercial manifest, and customs declaration

• Presentation of strategic options and tools to rationalise 

documents and information requirements

– Trade Documents

– Business Processes and Documents

– Document Alignment

– Paperless trade and E-business solutions

3



Role of trade documents 

• Trade Documents are the core means of 

exchanging the information

• Goods can not move faster than the information 

that controls them

• Information is the key to efficiency of processes

• .. and to risk analysis, supply chain management   
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• UN/CEFACT: export process average: 27 parties involved, 

40+ documents, 300+ copies to manage export processes

• UNCTAD: 5 Bio Trade and Transport documents are issued 

annually

• Total  US international trade documentation annually 

consumes more than one billion man hours, equal to 600 

thousand work years 

• Australia: 22 Agencies collect the name of the exporter on 

118 different forms

..described in 61 different ways

Large document volume in global trade
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Many Trade Documents

Examples of  trade documents

•Enquiry

•Despatch advice

•Payment order

•Forwarding instructions

•Goods receipt

•Rail consignment note

•TIR carnet

UN/EDIFACT DE 1001 has 700 codes for trade 

documents
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Enquiry Order Despatch advice Collection order

Payment orderLetter of creditForwarding instructions

Forwarder's invoice Goods receipt Air waybill Freight invoice Road

consignment noteTransit manifest Export licenceBill of

lading Cargo manifest Exchange control doc

Phytosanitary certificate TIR carnet Rail consignment

note Veterinary certificate Goods

declaration Examples of trade documentsPacking noteCertificate of

origin Consular invoice Dangerous goods declaration

Import/Export licence Customs delivery note 7

UN/EDIFACT DE 1001



Export of Jasmine Rice from Thailand Information: 

Participants, processes, data 
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Export of Jasmine Rice from Thailand 

Information: Participants, processes, data 
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Documents related to Exportation of Rice
(from purchase order until the cargo container leaving the sea port)     

21. Master Sea Cargo Manifest(17)

22. House Sea Cargo Manifest (37)

23. Export Declaration (114)

24. Good Transition Control List (27)

25. Application for Permission to Export Rice (KP. 2) (24) 

26. Sales Report (KP 3) (21)

27. Application for the Collection of the Permit for the 

Export of Rice (A. 3) (35)

28. Permit for the Export of Rice (A. 4) (35)

29. Application for Certificate of Standards of Product 

(MS. 13/1) (44) 

30. Certificate of Analysis (17)

31. Certificate of Product Standards (MS. 24/1) (45)

32. Certificate of Fumigation (21)

33. Application for Phytosanitary Certificate (PQ. 9) (29)

34. Phytosanitary Certificate (33)

35. Application for Certificate of Origin (42)

36. Certificate of Origin (38)

1. Proforma Invoice (35)

2. Purchase Order (39)

3. Commercial Invoice (51)

4. Application for Letter of Credit (24)

5. Letter of Credit (32)

6. Packing List (25)

7. Cargo Insurance Application Form (20)

8. Cover Note (23)

9. Insurance Policy (24)

10. Booking Request Form – Border Crossing (25)

11. Booking Confirmation – Border Crossing (30)

12. Booking Request Form – Inland Transport (16)

13. Booking Confirmation – Inland Transport (18)

14. Bill of Lading (42)

15. Empty Container Movement Request (TKT 305) 

(20)

16. Request for Port Entry (TKT 308.2) (27) 

17. Equipment Interchange Report (EIR) (24)

18. Container Loading List (28)

19. Container List Message (32)

20. Outward Container List (34)
* Number in parenthesis is the no. of data elements

36 documents involving 15 parties, and more than 1,140 data elements to 
be filled in

Regulatory Docs

Transport  Docs

Buy/Pay Docs
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Exercise 1: Documents in an international 

trade transaction

• How many invoices are known in EDIFACT?

http://www.unece.org/trade/untdid/d10b/tred/tred1001.

htm

• Think of a cross border supply chain of a specific 

consignment (flowers, rice, meat,..) from country 

Export to country Import 

• Q1: Which of these documents are required in the

– country of Export

– country of Import

• Q2: Which party requests these documents

• Q3: Try to classify these documents

– commercial, regulatory, transport, financial

– Mandatory vs mutual agreed (contractual) 
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Why Standards for Trade Documents?    

Since modern global trade7

• takes place in a multi-lingual environment

• touches different legislation of different countries/ 

regions

• involves various and independent parties

• uses complex & redundant trade documents (both in 

paper & electronic formats) for information exchange    

Simplification and Standardization of Trade Documents

automation of trade documents and procedures
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History: A global standard for trade documents(

• Until the 1960s, no standardisation in terms of design, 
content or layout to trade documents. There was a clear 
need for a global solution

• 1960s: UNECE examines the possibility of reducing, 1960s: UNECE examines the possibility of reducing, 1960s: UNECE examines the possibility of reducing, 1960s: UNECE examines the possibility of reducing, 
simplifying and standardizing external trade documentssimplifying and standardizing external trade documentssimplifying and standardizing external trade documentssimplifying and standardizing external trade documents

• 1963: International model form adopted as a Layout Key

• 1960’s and 1970s: UNECE Layout Key introduced by 
many international organisations and countries 
worldwide through the work of UNECE, UNCTAD and 
other organisations

• 1978: UNLK Recommendation had gained  worldwide 
acceptance and was re-named as the United Nations 
Layout Key for Trade Documents
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Why UNLK?

• The lead standard & key instrument for simplification 

of trade documents

• The UN Layout Key comprises: 

1. Standard Layout Key to render information 

2. Rules for modification of the standard Layout Key

3. Standards for coded data entries

4. Standard for the semantic of data (UNTDED)

5. A concept to create aligned sets of trade 

documents



UNLK and ISO 3535
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Example of Box Design Principle                        

from FIATA Forwarding Instructions FFI

Box Heading/

Field Heading

Box

Data Field
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Consignor (Exporter)

Consignee

Notify or delivery 
address

Transport details

Shipping marks; 
Container No.

Number & kind of 
packages; Goods 

description

Date, Reference No, etc.

Buyer (if other than consignee)
or other address

Country whence consigned

Country of origin

Country of destination

Place and date of issue; 
Authentication

Commodity No.

Gross weight

Cube

Net quantity

Value

More particular needs in 
individual applications

Terms of delivery and payment

9
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Layout Key for Trade Documents

UNLK: four simple rules for alignment of a trade 

document

� Data elements specified in the LK should be placed 

in the corresponding place

� Boxes can be further sub-divided to further specify 

information

� Data elements not specified in the LK are placed in 

the free disposal area

� Data elements not required can be omitted. The 

gained space is for free disposal.
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Did you say Paris?

There are six locations in the world called “Paris” 

USUSUSUS ILILILIL PRPPRPPRPPRP ParisParisParisParis

USUSUSUS KYKYKYKY PZTPZTPZTPZT ParisParisParisParis

USUSUSUS TNTNTNTN PHTPHTPHTPHT ParisParisParisParis

USUSUSUS TXTXTXTX PRXPRXPRXPRX ParisParisParisParis

CACACACA ONONONON PAOPAOPAOPAO ParisParisParisParis

FRFRFRFR 75757575 PARPARPARPAR ParisParisParisParis

The Paris in Canada is identified by CAPAO, the Paris in  The Paris in Canada is identified by CAPAO, the Paris in  The Paris in Canada is identified by CAPAO, the Paris in  The Paris in Canada is identified by CAPAO, the Paris in  

France by FRPARFrance by FRPARFrance by FRPARFrance by FRPAR

…just try to send a container to Paris in Canada …just try to send a container to Paris in Canada …just try to send a container to Paris in Canada …just try to send a container to Paris in Canada 

without a LOCODE  without a LOCODE  without a LOCODE  without a LOCODE  
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Importance of codes for trade data exchange

Codes:

• Are language independent

• Avoid costly errors and misunderstandings

• Unique � step towards automation

• Maintenance is outsourced

• Worldwide usage: by WCO, IATA, FIATA, UPU, 

UN/EDIFACT, UNLK etc.

Use of coded data entries
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Rec:19

Mode of Transport
Rec:16

UN/Locode
ISO Country 

Code

Rec: 17

Payment 

Terms

Rec:9

Currency Code

Rec:20 Units of 

Measurement

Rec: 28

Means of 

Transport

Commodity 

Code

Rec: 21

Package Codes



Sets of aligned trade documents: 

National Forms Server
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Exercise 2: A standard layout for trade documents

• Which type of invoices are known in EDIFACT?

http://www.unece.org/trade/untdid/d10b/tred/tred1001.htm

• Look at an SAD: Is it an aligned document? 

– What UNLK components can you identify? 

– Which type of code lists does it contain? 

• A national aligned set of  trade documents/forms 

server in your country:

– Which documents are aligned in your country?

– What could your county do to align its trade documents? 

– A national forms server: Is it feasible? What would be the 

costs, benefits for trade /governments

– How could a forms server be implemented: Phases, 

objectives, organization, maintenance..  
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From paper based trade

• Trade using paper documents is based on human to 

human interaction

• Common understanding of 

– who does what and how

– What information means

– ..and how it is interpreted

� ..most of the time
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..towards simplified and automated trade

• Communication between automated and streamlined 

environments requires precise definitions of

– The processes (who, what, how, when, why)

– the meaning of data (semantic)

– ..and the structure of the data

� ..all the time!



• Nickull, Duane A.

• Mr. Nickull 

• Duane Nickull

• D. A. Nickull

• Duane A. Nickull

• Duane Allan Nickull

• Nickull, Duane Allan

• Mr. D. Nickull

• Monsieur D.A. Nickull

• �

Name

Example: Name of a person in a paper document
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What is a “Delivery Date”?

The meaning of data..
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There is a need to provide commonly accepted definitions for data 

elements in a Form 



Semantic for information in documents (UNTDED)

UNTDED (ISO 7372)

A repository with definitions of important data elements 
used in international trade

Example:

2024 Delivery last date

Last date, and optionally time of a delivery, in figures and 
words.
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Mapping between paper form and data dictionary
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Best Practice: Box Completion Guides
Example: The Sea Waybill form with boxes numbered

Box Completion Guidelines for Box 01 (Consignor) and Box 02a (Consignor’s reference)
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The common definition of data in an aligned form using UNTDED 

allows the exchange of data between documents

(70% of all information in trade documents is shared)
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Example - Data Harmonization of 4 documents

(Exporting Rice)

Request form for 

Permit for the 

export of rice

Request Form for 

Rice Quality 

Certificate

Standardized 

Data Set of 4 

documents

(70 Data 

Elements)

Standardization 

and Data 

Harmonization

24 Data 

Elements

63 Data 

Elements

Standardization and Harmonization can reduce the data elements
from 24+63+30+38=155 data elements

to 70 data elements for a standardized data set

Permit for the 

export of rice

Rice Quality 

Certificate

30 Data 

Elements

38 Data 

Elements
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Example: Simplified documents � simplified 

processes
Department of

Foreign Trade
Office of 

Commodity Standards
CustomsExporter or Representative

Prepare documents

for submitting to

Customs at port of exit

Permit for the Export

of Rice (A.4) with actual 

quantity exported

Certificate of Standards 
of Products (MS. 24) with 

actual quantity exported

Record the actual

quantity exported

and released date

Acknowledge

the provided

information

Prepare documents

to declare the actual

amount exported

Permit for the Export 

of Rice (A.4) with actual

quantity exported

Certificate of Standards 
of Products (MS. 24) with 

actual quantity exported

Evidence of Sales

(Purchase Order or

Sales Contract)

Acknowledge

the provided

information

Example of redundant 

procedural and 

documentary 

requirements

Acknowledge

the provided

information

Department of 

Foreign Trade
Verify the 

accuracy/authenticity 

of exported cargo
Exporter or 

Representative

Customs

Office of 

Commodity Standards

Thailand’s Export Process of Jasmine Rice
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Office of 

Commodity Standards
CustomsExporter or Representative

Prepare documents

for submitting to

Customs at port of exit

Record the actual

quantity exported

and released date

Acknowledge

the provided

information

Permit for the Export 

of Rice (A.4) with actual

quantity exported

Certificate of Standards 
of Products (MS. 24) with 

actual quantity exported

Evidence of Sales

(Purchase Order or

Sales Contract)

Acknowledge

the provided

information

Department of

Foreign Trade

Department of 

Foreign Trade
Verify the 

accuracy/authenticity 

of exported cargo
Exporter or 

Representative

Customs

Office of 

Commodity Standards

Example I: Remove Redundancies

Thailand’s Export Process of Jasmine Rice
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From UNLK to EDI
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Cndr 3336Consignor. Party Identification.Text Name of the party consigning goods as stipulated in the 

transport contract by the party ordering transport

an..512 Consignor Sender, 

Shipper

AWB: L 05-08, P 09-44

CIMP: (109):an..14; 

(300):an..35; 

(301):an..35; 

(302):an..17; 

(303):an..9; (304):a2; 

(305):an..9

UNLK: an..35x5; L 04-

08, P 09-44   (CIM 10; 

CMR 1)

SAD: (SAD 2)
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EDIFACT Name and Address Segment (NAD)
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Conclusion

• Trade documents are core means of information exchange in 
international trade 

• Forms for international trade documents shall be aligned to the 
UNLK - the lead standard for simplification of paper based trade 
documents.

• With its clear and unambiguous meaning of information, 
UNTDED definitions shall be used for describing the semantic 
of information in trade documents.

• Simplifying and standardizing trade documents based on 
international standards allow for formalization and 
simplification of processes and automation of trade documents 
and procedures.
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Exercise 2: A standard layout for trade documents

• Look at an ATIGA Form D: 

– Is it an aligned document?  Find examples for the application of the 4 

UNLK rules in the document. 

– What UNLK components can you identify? 

– Which type of code lists does it contain? 

• A national aligned set of  trade documents/forms 

server in your country:

– Which documents are aligned in your country?

– What could your county do to align its trade documents? 

– A national forms server: Is it feasible? What would be the 

costs, benefits for trade /governments

– How could a forms server be implemented: Phases, 

objectives, organization, maintenance..  
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Thank you!

Fore more see Establishing a Single Window Itinerary: 

http://tfig.unece.org/contents/rationalising-documents-data-

requirements.htm

Link to:


